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WEEK 1
JAMES 1:1-12 (NLT)

Greetings from James
1 This letter is from James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. I am writ-
ing to the “twelve tribes”—Jewish believers scattered abroad. Greetings!

Faith and Endurance
2 Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, consider 
it an opportunity for great joy. 3 For you know that when your faith is tested, your 
endurance has a chance to grow. 4 So let it grow, for when your endurance is 
fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.

5 If you need wisdom, ask our generous God, and he will give it to you. He will 
not rebuke you for asking. 6 But when you ask him, be sure that your faith is in 
God alone. Do not waver, for a person with divided loyalty is as unsettled as a 
wave of the sea that is blown and tossed by the wind. 7 Such people should not 
expect to receive anything from the Lord. 8 Their loyalty is divided between God 
and the world, and they are unstable in everything they do.

9 Believers who are poor have something to boast about, for God has honored 
them. 10 And those who are rich should boast that God has humbled them. They 
will fade away like a little flower in the field. 11 The hot sun rises and the grass 
withers; the little flower droops and falls, and its beauty fades away. In the same 
way, the rich will fade away with all of their achievements.

12 God blesses those who patiently endure testing and temptation. Afterward 
they will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.



James has not alway been a popular 
book. Rather, it has often been derided 
as a “letter of straw” (Martin Luther). It 

has been relegated to a second tier in the 
NT, and modern theologians sometimes 
feel it has been a judaistic holdover that 
does not really express the essence of 
Christian faith. Yet, in quite the opposite 
way, it has always been quite popular with 
the everyday Christians. Some have said it 
is “probably one of the two or three most 
popular NT books in the church.”

Why is this book so popular? While it is 
practical, it is concise and it uses metaphors 
and illustrations to make it easy, I would  
like to posit another reason. This book is 
written for design thinkers. What is design 
thinking? Design Thinking is a methodol-
ogy used by designers to solve complex 
problems and find desirable solutions for 
clients... Design Thinking draws upon logic,  
imagination, intuition, and systemic rea-
soning, to explore possibilities of what 
could be—and to create desired outcomes 
that benefit the end user (the customer).

Think about an architect.  How do 
they accomplish the task of creating a 
well-designed house? Simply, they create 
the drawing of how they want it to look and 
then they spend a great deal of time doing 
the hard work of engineering, working with 
numbers and systems, in order to create 
the underlying infrastructure that would 
create a functional and livable home from 
their initial design. Design thinking “starts 
with the ending” and creates the roadmap 
to get there. It includes innovation, systems, 

and adherence to the plan, while being 
flexible enough to iterate new approaches 
to a problem. 

But this doesn’t sound much like what 
we do when it comes to our faith. It seems 
great for software design or creating an 
experience for someone at a restaurant, 
but does it make sense as a way to think 
about our faith? Our faith is something 
more organic than something that can 
simply be designed. Or is it? Should we 
consider some of these principles when 
we think about our faith, and particularly is 
there a book in scripture that lends itself to 
this kind of thinking? James seems to be a 
great place to start. 

The author of James seems to be 
interested in how you are experiencing 
your faith, your obedience, and how your 
faith allows you to handle the ins and 
outs of life in a way that glorifies God and 
creates a better life for you. His view of 
what a Christian life should be just might 
be the goal for us to take a look at and 
begin to design our own lives of faith. He 
sees opportunity in pain and problems, 
has a plan for dealing with temptation, 
understands how faith can lead to change, 
believes our mouths cause us a lot of 
trouble, and wants us to be a praying 
people. 

It is with this in mind that we will take 
a look at how we can begin to look through 
the book of James in order to begin to 
design our faith. 

DAY 01
James and Design



1 — Have you ever been frustrated by your experience of faith? 

2 — Have you ever tried to create consistency in your faith with a hoped-for outcome?

3 — What would your well-designed life of faith look like? 
 



Interestingly, this letter is one of those 
letters, like 1 and 2 Peter, 3 John, and 
even Jude, that is sent out, but not to 

a particular church. In fact, James simply 
says that it is for the 12 tribes living in the 
Diaspora (or dispersion, when the Jewish 
nation lost their homeland). If you notice, 
it is sent to the Jewish believers scattered 
abroad. This letter had a particular audi-
ence, and therefore it has a bent toward 
the chosen audience. There are definitely 
“Jewishisms” in this book, but he makes it 
clear who he is writing for. Now, does this 
mean there is nothing for us in this writing 
as we are not from the Jewish tradition? 

Of course not! We can gain a great 
deal of insight, but we need to always re-
member the primary audience to which 
James was writing in order to correctly un-
derstand the cultural and religious context 
to which he was speaking. 

And who was James? This could be 
a long discussion, especially with the ne-
glect this book saw in the early history of 
the church. However, for our purposes, we 
are going to settle on the fact it was a rel-
atively famous early church father by the 
name of James. Many propose that it was 
the brother of Jesus, and there is a great 
case for this. The question of authorship 
we will leave for another time, but it is 
an interesting conversation that can be 

traced through Christian history, even to 
the time of the reformers. 

There is a positive tone to the second 
verse of this book. James jumps right in 
to tell us that in any bit of trouble, there 
can be great joy to be found. This is of par-
ticular importance for us in 2020, a year 
we will look back at as unprecedented in 
its troubles for the world. Pandemics, tor-
nadoes, earthquakes, volcanoes, and the 
general desperation of a human popula-
tion seeking to find its footing amongst 
these experiences. (I am writing this from 
my garage, converted in this pandemic to 
my office, as we are still under a shelter-in-
place order due to Covid-19). 

The first admonition in the book is to 
find opportunity for great joy in crisis. One 
could even say this book is relatively clear 
in the assumption that stress and hardship 
in our lives are predictable. This may be 
new to many of us who have been living 
relatively blessed and trouble-free lives. 
However, let us be careful equating our 
lives as blessed if they are struggle free. 
If we do this to its logical end, then those 
who are wealthy and have no real prob-
lems are somehow seen as more blessed 
by God. Biblical examples show us that a 
trouble-free life does not equate itself with 
blessing. Rather, see the book of Philippi-
ans to see how Paul considered himself 

Introduction: Stress is Predictable James 1:1-2

1 This letter is from James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
I am writing to the “twelve tribes”—Jewish believers scattered 
abroad. Greetings! 2 Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of 
any kind come your way, consider it an opportunity for great joy.

DAY 02



1  — What Joy did you find in your troubles so far this year? 

2 — How can you look at blessing differently than simply having things go well? 

3 — If you could tell people about 2020 in 20 years, what would you say changed in 
your life for the better and for the worse? 

blessed in the midst of trouble. 
This book begins knowing there is a 

way that Christians should consider their 
lives, and hardship and troubles are not 
to be seen as anything more than an op-
portunity for great joy. I understand how 
this sounds. Sort of “Pie in the sky” type 
of thinking. However, what have you found 
to be the joy that came to you and your 
family in this year’s troubles? My family 

was able to be together again, which is 
a great joy—but there were many more. 
Our church grew, our network of churches 
grew, we learned new skills, and we came 
together as a people with a greater desire 
to worship and connect.

Was this trouble worth it? That is a 
question for the history books, I suppose. 
But there is joy in trouble, of that we can 
be sure.



Let us spend another day talking about 
this idea of Joy in the midst of troubles.  
One of the striking things about this 

text is the assumption of trouble. I don’t know 
if this is how we look at life, or at least how we 
have traditionally looked at it. I think, perhaps, 
we have approached life as if troubles were 
an anomaly rather than the rule. This was 
probably not the case for the early Christians 
to whom this letter was written. They had 
internal struggles (like we do in the church—
see Acts 15), they were having external 
troubles (persecutions, being fed to lions, that 
sort of thing), and they were probably having 
internal faith struggles as well (it is simply 
hard to believe at times).  So the assumption 
the author takes into this sentence is simple; 
struggles and troubles will come, you have 
to learn to make the best of them. (This is 
design thinking; anticipate the situations, 
then you can iterate around them). 

His use of the word “troubles” is a 
translation from the Greek. I won’t worry you 
with the Greek word and its cognates, but it 
is a word that has two distinct meanings in 
the NT. They can mean either an outward trail 
or a process of “testing,” and they can denote 
the inner enticement to sin, what we would 
call “temptations.” This same word is used in 1 

Peter 4:12—“dear friends, do not be surprised 
at the painful trial you are suffering, as though 
something strange were happening to you.” 
It is the same word used in the “Lord’s 
Prayer” and some scholars think we should 
not translate the phrase “Lead us not into 
temptation” as “do not bring us to the time 
of trial” (NRSV), which would really mess 
with the way I have been saying that prayer 
over the years, and would even change 
what it means in some respects. This is why 
language is so important; words mean things 
and set us on a trajectory of understanding 
that is helpful or harmful if we are not careful. 

So why did we title this day as “stress 
is problematic”?  Simply because of the 
assumption that trials and troubles are to 
be assumed in our lives. There was never 
a promise in scripture of an easy life for the 
believer. Actually, I am not sure there has ever 
been a promise of an easy life for anyone 
in scripture, and believers are no different. 
However, we have been promised a purpose 
(Matthew 6:10), promised the Holy Spirit 
(John 16) and promised a savior (Genesis 
3:15). That should be enough for us to look 
at any trial we have and realize that we will 
be okay if we can remember the above three 
things.

Stress is Problematic James 1:2

2 Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your 
way, consider it an opportunity for great joy.

DAY 03



1  — What trials are you going through right now? 

2 — How are you going to get through them?

3 — How can purpose, the Holy Spirit, and a Savior help?



This sounds like a training manual for 
running a marathon or working out. 
(I may have just gotten up from my 

writing to work out a little...) 
Why is it that we, as believers, can 

look at and react to our troubles in such 
a way? Because we know that God uses 
our trials and troubles to perfect our faith, 
grow us as stronger Christians, and to 
build an endurance in us that is not only 
unexpected, but unusual. 

I have a friend who is an ultra-
marathoner. It is just ridiculous. His training 
regimen begins at like 3 am and goes until 
7-8 in the morning. He runs marathons 
as his warm-ups. His capacity for pain is 
unusual and incredible. He lives in a climate 
that allows for him to run all year round, and 
he is uniquely in shape. Of course, he didn’t 
begin as an ultra-marathoner; rather, he 
began by going on a small run and worked 
his way up. He told me his goal was never to 
run an ultra-marathon, but rather to simply 
keep going. Every time the trail got hard, 
he kept going; when his legs were tired, he 
kept going; when he was hungry, he kept 
going. His ability to keep going made him 
into the runner he is today. One more step 
each day was what he was going for, and 
he got there. He does races with names 
like “Survival Run,” “Mountain Masochist,” 
“Graveyard 100,” and titles like that. 

Sounds fun! 
 Wait; Sounds fun?

While we all probably define fun in 
different ways, what we can understand is 
that the growth of his endurance has played 
a great part in his ability to run. In that same 
way, we grow through our testing, through 
our trials. The scripture says that at the end 
of this, we will be needing nothing. How 
can that possibly be true? Who would have 
designed our lives to be like this? Why is 
it that we must suffer through troubles in 
order to be perfected? 

Let’s be clear, the troubles are 
not promised either; however, they are 
expected. One of the reasons is that we are 
not really in this world anymore. We react 
to things differently, we act differently in the 
face of so many things. At least, this is what 
is to be expected. If we are to be strong in 
our faith, if we are to be perfected in our 
thinking and acting, if we are to grow strong 
endurance in the face of suffering, then 
we need training. No one gets their goals 
without pushing themselves. And spiritual 
goals are the same way. Remember, our 
lives are not bifurcated, meaning that our 
lives are not separate. Our struggles are 
not separated from our spiritual lives in any 
way. What affects us practically affects us 
spiritually as well. We are whole beings, 
created as flesh and spirit.

3 For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has 
a chance to grow. 4 So let it grow, for when your endurance is fully 
developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.

Stress is Paradoxical James 1:2-4
DAY 04



1  — How do your struggles make you stronger? 

2 —Where do you find your strength to endure?

3  — Can you endure a bit more each time?



When has your faith been the 
most acute? When has it been 
the most refined and robust? 

What does it take to make faith bigger and 
bolder than it usually is? How can we be 
sure we are growing in faith? And in what 
ways does God use trials and troubles to 
make our faith develop into all that it can 
be? 

That’s a lot of questions for one day, but 
in verse 4 we see that when our endurance 
has a chance to grow, we become as those 
needing nothing. And wouldn’t it be nice to 
need nothing! I will admit it, I got just a bit 
caught up in the great toilet paper run of 
2020. Well, by that I mean I had a great deal 
of anxiety around the idea that we needed a 
certain amount of TP.  I went to my wife and 
was encouraging a quick run to the store in 
order to get what I thought we needed as a 
good amount of TP to fill our lives and our 
cupboards, and to really, simply alleviate 
my anxiety. My wife kept telling me that we 
had all we needed, and I finally took her 
word for it. 

Over the course of the next 6 weeks, I 
would go to a drawer, a cupboard, a shelf, 
and I would realize there were a few rolls of 
the blessed material here and there. Then, 
about 5 weeks in, I opened a cupboard I 
seldom look in and, lo and behold, I saw 
about 30 rolls of the stuff. I couldn’t believe 
it! I went to my wife and she explained that 
before this whole “shelter-in-place” order 
had begun, we had taken a shipment of 
our online bamboo-based TP, which is like 
60 rolls. We get a few of these a year, and 
we store the rest. Apparently, we rarely 
get through a shipment before the next 
one comes. We had all we needed, and 
there was comfort in knowing this. While 
she hadn’t explicitly told me where it all 
was, she had simply admonished me to 
trust her. I should have believed her much 
sooner and with much more commitment. 
She was right, but wanted me to find it 
all on my own. (Just for the record, I don’t 
think she was teaching me a lesson so 
much as she couldn’t be bothered with my 
anxiety!)

3 For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has 
a chance to grow. 4 So let it grow, for when your endurance is fully 
developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.
5 If you need wisdom, ask our generous God, and he will give it 
to you. He will not rebuke you for asking. 6 But when you ask him, 
be sure that your faith is in God alone. Do not waver, for a person 
with divided loyalty is as unsettled as a wave of the sea that is 
blown and tossed by the wind. 7 Such people should not expect to 
receive anything from the Lord. 8 Their loyalty is divided between 
God and the world, and they are unstable in everything they do.

Stress is Purposeful James 1:3-8
DAY 05



1  — When have you felt tested and troubled? What did it do to your faith? 

2 — How can we know when we are leaning into the wisdom of God?

3 — How can we know God’s timing? Can we at all? 

I tell you this story to illustrate that 
just because you don’t know a thing, it 
doesn’t mean that God doesn’t know it. We 
have to ask God for wisdom and then trust 
in the knowledge and truth he will reveal 
to us. Sometimes he reveals it all at once, 
and sometimes he reveals it slowly to us, 
through our trials and troubles. It is not up 
to us how God will disperse his wisdom, 
but it is up to us how we will receive it. 

What we can be sure of is this: our faith is 
refined in the waiting, in the hoping, and 
sometimes, in the silence during the trials. 
We shouldn’t be concerned that we are 
growing our endurance.  We should look 
at it as an opportunity to lean more deeply 
into a faith that believes God will give 
us everything we need—all the wisdom, 
grace, protection, and love we could ever 
imagine.



This seems like God doesn’t like 
people who are wealthy. But this is 
in no way true. The problem which 

sometimes happens with wealth is people 
begin to believe in their own competency 
as a salvation schema in their lives. God 
wants them to realize he has given them all 
they possess, and this should humble us. 
Both circumstances, rich and poor, should 
view themselves as God views them. Each 
is exhorted or encouraged to take pride or 
boast, but to boast in Christ. 

I was listening to a podcast with 
Malcolm Gladwell as the guest, and he 
said something that has resonated a great 
deal with me. He said he used to chase 
fame, recognition, and money. But after 
a while, when he realized his work had 
provided a roof over his head and food on 
the table, he realized the pursuit of all the 
rest—fame, recognition, and money—were 
just vanity and ego. When he was able to 
let the pursuit of those things go, or at least 
place them in the correct position in his 
life, he was finally able to simply focus on 
the work. Good work, said Gladwell, was 

reward enough on its own. (He also said he 
was surprised that from the good work, the 
other things eventually flowed.)

In a similar way, the author is pushing 
both situations to recognize what is from 
God and what they have done themselves, 
and to differentiate between the two 
on their own. In this way, they can both 
“boast” as to their “high position” but 
realizing this position comes from God and 
not from their own achievements or their 
own lack, but because of the position they 
find themselves in because of the grace 
and protection of God. What we have and 
what we lack does not make our identity.  
That comes solely from Christ alone. 

Just to be clear, the language is not 
pitting the rich and the poor against one 
another, or saying one is better than the 
other. Rather, one who is rich who is a 
Christian should take as much pride in his 
low position as the poor brother (or sister) 
can take pride in their high position in 
Christ. The author is pointing both of these 
people to their identity in Christ to be the 
thing giving them significance, and giving 

Stress is Profitable James 1:9-12

9 Believers who are poor have something to boast about, for God 
has honored them. 10 And those who are rich should boast that 
God has humbled them. They will fade away like a little flower in 
the field. 11 The hot sun rises and the grass withers; the little flow-
er droops and falls, and its beauty fades away. In the same way, 
the rich will fade away with all of their achievements.
12 God blesses those who patiently endure testing and tempta-
tion. Afterward they will receive the crown of life that God has 
promised to those who love him. 

DAY 06



1 — When people ask you what you “do,” how do you answer them? (In some ways, this 
is where you have placed your identity, and sometimes, your value).

2 — What can you do to readjust what you are proud of in your life? Of what do you 
boast?

3 — How can you remind all of those around you of your identity in Christ? 

them hope. Maintaining such a perspective 
can be hard both for those with little and 
those with a lot. 

Interestingly, James may see wealth 
as a bigger trial and trouble than poverty 
poses to the believer.  Again, the myth of 
competency can be an alluring identity. 
Pride in achievement must always be 
tempered by the understanding that 
nothing we do, nothing we accomplish and 
nothing we gain is close to what Christ has 
done for us. 

By including verse 12 in this pericope 
(section),  we allow James to return to the 

opening topic of the paragraph—trials. He 
is reminding the believing Christian that 
our accomplishments pale in the face of 
the Crown of Life that is promised to those 
who love Christ. This, not so much a reward 
as a gift from God for leaning into faith in 
Jesus, is a much greater accomplishment 
than what we have worked so hard to gain 
through our efforts or our trials. In this way, 
James gives each of us, wealthy and poor, 
accomplished and failed, a reminder of 
where our identity and accomplishments 
are ultimately held.



James is building a case for our strug-
gles and their efficacy in the face of our 
faith. As well, he is building our identity 

in Christ as the most valuable and important 
thing in our lives. He is doing this because 
his ultimate goal is to build our faith by help-
ing us understand how we are refined, how 
God designs us into the believers he would 
have us be, and how we can continue to 
grow closer and lean more clearly into him. 

As we look at these texts, we have to 
recognize that trials and troubles are not 
something to eschew or avoid, but rather, 
we are to understand that from every trial, 
from every trouble, we can be made into 
stronger believers, with the ability to en-
dure more and more for our God. The point 
is not so much that we should look forward 
to suffering, but rather, that suffering can be 
used to great advantage in our lives of faith. 
The design of our faith comes from God, 
and as we tap into it, we begin to under-
stand that everything can be used to grow 
us, refine us, and teach us lessons that will 

build our faith and our lives of faith. 
For James, the idea of “our lives” and 

our “faith lives” are not bifurcated; rather, 
they are seen as a whole. We are not peo-
ple with lives of faith, we are faithful people, 
living lives and lives of faith that are inter-
connected and even one. This means that 
every trial and trouble is a faith issue, and 
every faith issue is a life issue. I will say it 
again: “Every trial and trouble is a faith is-
sue, and every faith issue is a life issue.” 

And the author wants us to remember 
that trials and troubles can take many forms. 
He even mentions the idea of wealth being 
a trouble we might have to live through. Of 
course, we would all love to have those par-
ticular issues in our lives, it seems. How-
ever, to have too much is just as much a 
problem as to have too little. While it may 
not seem as such, wealth has not proven 
to be a source of happiness. This has been 
proven too many times over the years and 
centuries of human existence. 

DAY 07
Sermon



Here are some questions to get you thinking:

1— Are you prepared to put your identity completely in Christ? 
2— Are you willing to see the opportunity in the trials and troubles you will inevitably 

have to endure? 
3 — If you put your identity in Christ, what would that mean to you every day, every hour, 

every minute? 
4— Is there someone you greatly admire in faith that you would like to echo in your life? 
5 — Can you reach out to them and ask for mentorship? 
6— What is the design you would like your faith to take?
7— How can you be explicit in identifying what that ultimate design looks like in your life 

so you can begin to engineer your path to it? 
8— Who are examples from scripture you would like to emulate? 
9— Why is faith so hard sometimes? 
10— What sort of trials and troubles are you currently experiencing and how is it growing 

you closer to Christ?



Notes



Notes


